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ABSTRACT 
Sarah Currie Watson: An Empirical Analysis of Minimum Gift Amount to the Highest Giving 
Level for Athletic Fundraising Organizations in the NCAA Division I Football Bowl Subdivision 
(Under the direction of Nels Popp) 
 
 
 As the cost of college attendance continues to rise, it becomes increasingly important for 
college athletic fundraising organizations to keep up with the rising costs in order to continue to 
provide critical scholarship support for student-athletes. For many schools, if enough revenue is 
not generated from private contributions, the threat of cutting sports grows. For this reason, it is 
important for fundraising organizations to regularly examine the pricing structures in order to 
most appropriately price their giving levels. No prior research exists that examines how the 
minimum gift amount for the highest giving level should be determined. The purpose of this 
study is to determine what market factors may influence this amount by conducting a regression 
analysis using schools in the Football Bowl Subdivision (FBS) (n = 122). Results of the study 
suggest that football attendance, men’s basketball winning percentage, number of giving levels, 
and median income for the metropolitan statistical area are statistically significant in explaining 
50% of the variance in minimum gift amount to the highest giving level for the sample 
(R2=.713). The study produces a model that may be used by schools to gage an appropriate dollar 
amount for their highest giving level, which may help with pricing the highest giving level more 
appropriately, creating the potential for increased revenue
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 As the cost of college tuition continues to rise, so does the need for funding for athletic 
scholarships. The average cost of tuition was $48,150 for a private school and $21,370 for a 
public school in 2018. For private and public schools respectively, this is 17.5% and 16.3% 
higher than the average cost of tuition five years prior and 42.5% and 48.7% higher than the 
average cost ten years prior. The demand for higher education in America is at an all-time high 
as college degrees have become a common measure of success and this demand has driven the 
market, resulting in exponential growth in scholarship costs (Sauter, 2019). 
 According to the NCAA, the average number of student-athletes per school across the 
NCAA’s Division I is 510 and 59% of all student-athletes receive some level of athletics 
financial aid. In 2018, the average athletic scholarship, including partial and full, was about 
$18,000 (Fulks, 2016). These numbers produce an average of $5.4M per school needed to cover 
the cost of athletic scholarships for all eligible student-athletes. According to the NCAA’s last 
revenue and expense report, an average of 27.3% of revenue for Division I institutions comes 
from private fundraising. This money is used for capital projects, operating budgets, coaches’ 
salaries, and student-athlete scholarships. Thus, colleges rely heavily on the private funds of 
donors to support their operations and continue to provide scholarship support for student-
athletes. 
 As the need for additional funding increases, so does the need to cultivate new donors 
while stewarding existing ones. When donors feel valued by an organization, they are more 
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personally invested which leads to increased retention and higher donations (Gordy, n.d.). 
College athletics provides a unique opportunity within the non-profit sector, where donors 
motivations are often not solely philanthropic. Colleges and universities have instituted tiered 
rewards systems requiring donors to give to their fundraising organizations in order to obtain 
desirable benefits, most notably, tickets. Regarding this system, Harris (2013) states, “This 
model is successfully employed by larger schools as a means to capitalize on their benefits that 
have a demand greater than the finite supply”. This system has proven successful as 
organizations have raised millions of dollars by requiring a specific donation amount to their 
Annual Fund to be eligible for certain benefits. However, little research has been done to analyze 
the pricing structure associated with athletic giving. Most organizations rely on benefits charts 
that they created based on assumptions of donors’ most desired benefits. These charts reflect the 
benefits associated with each giving level and are meant to give donors a snapshot at what they 
will receive at each level. The trend is the greater the gift, the more exclusive the benefits, 
similar to that of a tiered rewards system for a hotel or airline. However, currently no research 
seeks to explain the maximum donation amount listed on these benefits charts. Thus, it is 
unknown whether there is a method to determining the donation amount required for the highest 
giving level.  
 If athletic booster clubs cannot keep up with the growing scholarship costs, athletic 
departments will be forced to find revenue elsewhere to cover the cost of scholarships. 
According to an NCAA report released in 2014, only 20 of the NCAA’s 346 Division I schools 
operated at a net profit during the 2013 fiscal year (NCAA). Therefore, additional revenue will 
have to be found outside of the existing budget. If schools cannot create additional revenue for 
scholarships, the threat of cutting non-revenue generating sports grows. To help combat the 
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threat of cutting sports, schools should assess their current revenue streams to determine how 
they can increase each. As such, athletic fundraising organizations should assess their benefits 
structure to determine if it would be worthwhile to adjust the minimum gift amount to the highest 
giving level.  
Research Questions 
• RQ1: What are the measures of central tendencies and variances for the minimum gift 
amount for the highest giving level for all FBS schools? 
• RQ2: What are the mean values for minimum gift amount to the highest giving level for 
each conference in Division I FBS? 
• RQ3: What factors have a statistically significant relationship with the minimum gift 
amount for the highest giving level among tiered donor programs at NCAA FBS 
institutions?  
Assumptions 
• The benefit charts used in this analysis and up to date and accurate. 
Limitations 
• Access to fundraising data for some private schools was limited. 
Delimitations 
• This study only looked at NCAA Division I FBS schools. 
Definition of Terms 
• Annual Fund: A segment of a fundraising organization in which donors give a specific 
amount annually that grants them membership to the organization 
• Athletic Booster Club: An organization that raises private funding for college athletics 
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• Benefits Chart: A visual representation of the tiered rewards systems that fundraising 
organizations use to detail giving levels and the benefits tied to them 
• Donor Motivation: Contributing factors that affect an individual’s decision to give 
• Philanthropic Giving: charitable giving to a cause or organization solely for altruistic 
reasons 
• Revenue Generating Sports: Sports that generate more revenue than their operating 
expenses; typically, in college athletics: men’s basketball, football, and baseball 
• Tiered Reward System: A multi-level system that rewards members for their loyalty and 














REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
Finances of Intercollegiate Athletics 
In 2016, the median total revenue for Division I FBS schools was $68.6M and median 
total expenses were $71.7M (NCAA). Intercollegiate athletics has become a multimillion-dollar 
business housed under a not-for-profit institution. As their deficits continue to grow, schools are 
faced with a fiscal responsibility to better track their sources of revenue and predicted expenses. 
Additionally, the need to maximize revenue has become even more important as expenses 
continue to grow exponentially. Figure 1, extracted from the NCAA Revenues/ Expenses 
Division I Report, shows the breakdown of revenue sources for FBS schools in 2016. Of note, 
the largest percentages of generated revenue come from donations and ticket sales, collectively 
comprising 45%. These data show colleges and universities rely heavily on these two sources 
and demonstrate the importance of sustaining them as main revenue streams. 
Dating back to the 1970s, the question of whether college athletic departments generate 
net profit or not has been debated extensively (Suggs, 2009). Despite methods of checks and 
balances implemented to establish consistency in financial reporting, several ambiguous 
revenues and expenses make it difficult to draw a finite conclusion. However, to the uninformed 
fan, it generally appears that big time college athletics generates big time revenue. The lack of 
public information regarding expenditures of college athletics has created an assumption that 
profits are sizable (Bergmann, 1991). And while that may be true for some schools, with multi-
million-dollar apparel deals, television deals, and athletic competitions drawing crowds in excess 
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of 100,000, most departments are spending far more money than they are bringing in (Cheslock 
& Knight, 2015).  
 There are two main reasons as to why it is difficult to determine the true revenues and 
expenses of athletic departments (Suggs, 2009): (a) a trustworthy dataset on revenues and 
expenses does not currently exist for college athletics and (b) universities are non-profit 
institutions. In 2004, the NCAA took steps toward lessening the discrepancies among the way 
institutions reported their revenues and expenses by requiring schools to provide their financial 
data each year (Hodge & Tanlu, 2009). In 2006, updated “agreed-on procedures” were 
implemented to help clarify what to include in budgetary line items (Suggs, 2009). While these 
new guidelines helped improve consistency in reporting, they did not dissolve all discrepancies.  
The second reason why it is difficult to determine the true revenues and expenses of 
athletic departments is that universities are non-profit institutions, and therefore, are not driven 
by a goal to make money (Suggs, 2009). Results of a financial survey conducted by the NCAA 
found that only 1% of schools surveyed claimed to have a financial goal of generating profits to 
support the institution in areas outside of athletics. The majority of respondents, about 58%, 
stated that they simply wanted to cover expenses, and 26% reported that they wanted to keep 
losses to a minimum. In the same year, 42% of schools reported losses for the year (1991). The 
theme among college athletics finances seems to be “the more you make, the more you spend.”   
Specific to this study, is the revenue stream that makes up the largest percentage of all 
revenue – cash contributions. Accounting for 23% of total revenue, understanding the desires 
and motivations of donors is integral to understanding how to best maximize revenue from this 
stream. As a large percentage of giving to athletics is transactional, this study will gain a better 
understanding of how athletics fundraising organizations should determine the minimum gift 
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amount for their highest giving level. This data may be used by fundraising organizations to 
make more informed decisions when determining giving levels and their associated benefits.  
 
Figure 1     
 
Donor Motivations 
  College athletics, particularly football and men’s basketball, are commonly referred to as 
“the front porch of the university” because of their high visibility and identity as a representation 
of the school (Suggs, 2003). For alumni, athletics serves as a welcoming presence to return and 
elicits a sense of identity, belonging, and pride. Out of athletic financial need and an idea to 
capitalize on these feelings, college athletics fundraising organizations, or booster clubs, were 
established. While giving to colleges and universities dates back to the 1600s, athletic specific 
giving was first established in the early 1900s (Batt, 2005). Known as the “Father of 
Source: (Fulks, 2017) 
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Fundraising”, Clemson’s athletic booster club was formed in 1934 when an alumnus Dr. Rupert 
H. Fike, wrote to the head football coach that he had organized a small group to be known as the 
IPTAY Club. IPTAY stood for “I pay ten a year” as members were required to donate $10 to be 
a part of the group. The purpose of the group was to provide financial support to the athletic 
department at Clemson. In its inaugural year, IPTAY raised $1,600 from 160 donors (IPTAY 
History, 2000). In 2019, the organization brought in $63.7 million dollars in private contributions 
(IPTAY Concludes 2019 Year With $63.7M In Donations, 2020). While the minimum donation 
has gone up from $10 to $60, the name and purpose remain the same – to provide financial 
support to help Clemson athletics be the best that it can be. Since then, colleges and universities 
with athletics programs have followed suit and established booster clubs similar to that of 
Clemson’s IPTAY. Each year, these organizations raise millions of dollars for student-athlete 
scholarships, athletic facilities, coaching salaries, and operating budget support (Hobson & Rich, 
2015).  
  With private donations accounting for nearly a quarter of all athletic revenue for Division 
I FBS schools, an understanding of donors’ motivations to give is important. Scholars have 
developed various methods for analyzing donors’ motivations and most of them involve some 
type of classification (Gladden et al., 2005). One such method classifies behavior as altruistic or 
non-altruistic whereby altruistic giving is influenced by philanthropic values and non-altruistic 
giving is influenced by social behavior (Sojka, 1986). Donor motivation research surrounding 
college athletics suggests that donors are motivated by reasons that fall into both categories. 
Gladden et al. found that primary motives include supporting and improving the athletic 
program, receiving tickets, helping student-athletes, deriving entertainment and enjoyment, 
supporting and promoting the university (non-athletic programs), receiving membership benefits, 
 9 
repaying past benefits received, helping and enhancing the community, and psychological 
commitment (2005). Unlike previous research that only used quantitative data, this study 
solicited opened-ended responses from donors. This methodology allowed donors to list out 
motivations that may not have been included in a qualitative survey. Among the responses, a 
desire to support and improve the athletic program, desire to receive ticket-oriented benefits, and 
desire to help student-athletes were the top three. These motivations are also supported in Park et 
al. (2016), which points to previous research suggesting that donors are motivated by improving 
the quality and image of the athletic program, academic success of student athletes, and other 
benefits, such as priority seating, parking privileges, recognition, and social events.  
  The first method for analyzing donor motivations specific to athletics was in 1985 with 
the creation of the Athletics Contribution Questionnaire, which identified four potential motives 
for giving to athletics: philanthropic, social, success, and benefits (Billing, Holt, & Smith, 1985). 
Eleven years later, Staurowsky, Parkhouse, and Sachs (1996) created the Athletics Contributions 
Questionnaire Revised Edition II, which added curiosity and power. Their research found 
curiosity was not significant among donors but expanded the success factor to be twofold. 
Success I was identified as supporting the success of the school and Success II was identified as 
the impact of the athletic program on the state and past participation in intercollegiate athletics 
(Gladden et al., 2005). A third method of donor motivation analysis was established in 1998 as 
the Motivation of Athletic Donors Instrument, which identified 11 unique donor motivations 
(Verner, Hecht, & Fansler, 1998, Gladden et al., 2005). The 11 motivations included in MAD-I 
are participating in secondary events, public recognition, giving of time and energy, access to 
inside information, priority treatment, philanthropy, collaboration, create, change, curiosity, and 
power (Verner et al., 1998). Respectively, these factors can be explained by donors’ desire to 
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participate in events only for donors, receive public recognition from the organization, be 
involved beyond a monetary contribution, obtain information not given to non-donors, receive 
special benefits, assist in the education of student-athletes, work with others toward a common 
goal, bring something new to the athletic program, improve or modify something, be involved 
with decision making, and affect decision making (Gladden et al., 2005). Mahony, Gladden, & 
Funk (2003) added to the research by examining the relationship between a donor motivation 
scale and donor behavior, quantified by amount donated. Their research found that motivation 
factors typically were not indicative of dollars donated, but were predictive of years as a season 
ticket holder. Their results supported previous research in that success related factors, priority 
seating, and psychological commitment were the highest motivating factors (Mahony et al., 
2003).  
  More recently, Ko, Rhee, Walker, & Lee created a model known as the Model for 
Athletic Donor Motivation (MADOM), which imposed existing motivational factors into a 
psychological framework used to understand human behavior (2014). Alderfer (1969) developed 
the existence, relatedness, and growth theory in an effort to overcome limitations of previous 
models. This model sorted human needs into the three categories with existence needs being 
material needs for well-being, relatedness needs being needs related to a sense of belonging, and 
growth needs being the desire for opportunities for personal development, Park et al.,(2016). 
Using this framework, Ko et al. (2014) sorted eight unique factors into the three needs categories 
as follows: growth needs—philanthropy, vicarious achievement, and display of commitment; 
relatedness needs—affiliation and social interaction; and existence needs—public recognition, 
power, and tangible benefits. Based on Ko et al.’s research, Park et al. concluded that donors 
give to organizations with which they have been personally engaged, people give to satisfy 
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person needs and to demonstrate their attachment to an organization and when there is a genuine 
cost to the donor, giving is driven more by self-interest and certain instrumental motives than by 
true altruism. (Jardine, 2003; Brady, Noble, Utter, & Smith, 2002; Neuberg, Cialdini, Brown, 
Luce, Sagarin & Lewis, 1997). 
  Though much research has been conducted to analyze donors’ motivations within college 
athletics organizations, Park et al. (2016) noticed little about differences in donor motives across 
the different contribution levels. A study was conducted to determine if a significant correlation 
exists between motive and giving level by surveying donors to an athletic department in a NCAA 
Division I FBS school. Donors were categorized by their giving level as low-level (less than 
$3,000) and high-level (more than $4,800). They found both high- and low- contribution groups 
were highly motivated by the growth needs of philanthropy, vicarious achievement, and display 
of commitment (Park et al., 2016). Receiving tangible benefits was the highest rated motive 
among the high-contribution group and the second most highly rated motive among the low-
contribution group. They concluded that donors in their study who were motivated by non-
altruistic reasons were more likely to be influenced by the tangible benefits offered in exchange 
for their donations. Of the high-contribution group, they concluded that people who donated 
more than a certain sum of money tended to expect social opportunities to meet and interact with 
like donors or stakeholders with social status equal to, or higher than, their own. Conclusively, 
donors of all levels are highly motivated by tangible benefits and have high expectations with 
regard to those benefits. Thus, fundraising organizations should make a conscious effort to 
ensure that tangible benefits are maintained at a level that the donors perceive as acceptable. 
  In summary, donor motivations within athletic organizations can be categorized in many 
ways. Most simply, the most common factors are either philanthropic or transactional. More 
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often than not, donors give to athletics organization because they believe in the mission and want 
to support the school, athletic department, and student-athletes and/or they are giving to be 
eligible to purchase or receive tickets and parking. Many studies have found donors are 
motivated by benefits; therefore, it is essential for fundraising organizations to invest in 
analyzing donor satisfaction in relation to their offered benefits. While some research has 
examined giving levels, little research exists analyings how prices are determined for those 
levels. This study will seek to fill that gap by attempting to explain the variance in minimum gift 
amount to the highest giving level for all FBS schools. 
 Team Success and Fundraising 
 Across the college athletics landscape, there is a widespread belief that more wins lead to 
happier fans, which leads to increased donations to athletics (Cohen, Whisenant, & Walsh, 
2010). However, over the past 30 years, research regarding the effect of team success on college 
athletics fundraising has been inconclusive. Martinez, Stinson, Kang, and Jubenville (2010) 
conducted a meta-analysis to examine all empirical studies conducted on this topic between 1976 
and 2008. Results of the study indicate that intercollegiate athletics does have a statistically 
significant effect on giving (2010).  
 A consistent idea throughout the literature on team success and fundraising in college 
athletics is that the presence of football matters. Evidence of the meta-analysis suggested that 
football success has a stronger influence on donor giving than any other sport by nearly 60% 
(Martinez, Stinson, Kang, and Jubenville, 2010). One early study looked at school endowments 
and found evidence that suggested school that emphasize football saw a smaller growth rate in 
their endowment (Cohen, Whisenant, & Walsh, 2010). However, most studies point to a 
potential positive relationship between football team success and athletic giving. Howard and 
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Stitson (2008) indicated the most prominent sport offered by a school had the largest influence 
on giving – so for most schools, that sport is football. When football is not offered, donors are 
more influenced by the success of the men’s basketball team. Their research found schools who 
made an appearance in the NCAA men’s basketball tournament saw a $400 increase in average 
total gift and an appearance in the football playoffs saw a 10% increase in the number of alumni 
donors. Their findings are supported by various other studies which suggest a positive 
relationship exists between football and men’s basketball team success and donations to athletics 
(Baade & Sundberg, 1996; Coughlin & Erekson, 1984; Daughtrey & Stotlar, 2000; Grimes & 
Chressanthis, 1994; Sigelman & Bookheimer, 1983). 
Tiered Reward Systems 
College athletics fundraising organizations are unique in that they are non-profit 
organizations, but also function as membership clubs. As such, many fundraising organizations 
have structured their fundraising strategies using a tiered rewards system (Mahony et al., 2003). 
These systems reward donors for their contributions by providing benefits at each level and are 
structured so the larger the donation, the more exclusive the benefit. Studies have found donors 
to college athletics are highly motivated by benefits and consequently have high expectations 
with regard to the tangible benefits they receive in exchange for their giving (Park et al., 2016). 
Therefore, tiered rewards systems are effective fundraising methods to incentivize giving. 
Reward tiers are considered effective because they built a sense of identity within levels that can 
lead to a sense of commitment to the brand (McCall and Voorhees, 2010). 
Despite the importance of maintaining this revenue source, little research exists 
examining the pricing structure of these tiered rewards systems within athletics. Lipsey, Popp, 
Jensen and Gray (2019) conducted a study that sought to fill this gap in the literature and found 
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that the majority of Division I FBS schools had consistently structured tiered rewards systems, 
suggesting that institutions model their structures after their peers rather than creating their own 
model. However, industries outside of athletics fundraising who utilize tiered rewards systems 
have taken a more evidence-based approach to their structure. Regarding hotel reward programs, 
Tanford (2013) conducted a study investigating the influence of reward tier on attributes that 
have been established as key loyalty indicators in the hospitality and marketing literature. The 
study found behavioral loyalty increased as a function of tier level. Results of the study indicated 
members of the highest level of a hotel rewards program spend 78% of total nights staying in a 
hotel at the preferred member hotel brand (Tanford, 2013).  
 This concept of behavioral loyalty appears throughout the literature on tiered reward 
systems. Similar to those of hotels, the airline industry is also one of the most widely utilized 
tiered rewards program. One of the frontrunners in customer loyalty programs is the American 
Airlines AAdvantage program, which launched in 1981 after American’s CEO, Robert Crandall, 
shifted from a sales-based approach to a relationship-based approach (Robinson, 2011). The goal 
was to incentivize flyers to choose to fly American over competitors when a competitor may 
offer a more convenient flight. The program was successful until other airlines began to launch 
their own loyalty programs and customers proceeded to join them all. At that time, airlines 
realized that to effectively drive almost all business to one airline, the loyalty program must be 
tiered into different levels (Robinson, 2011). In order for companies to utilize tiers to achieve 
brand loyalty, the tiers must provide incentives or benefits that are materially different. For 
example, airlines may offer priority boarding to elite members, which eases the stowaway of 
carryon luggage. Hotels may offer elite members the ability to utilize points to book stays with 
no blackout dates. Robinson theorized that in designing a tiered program, a firm should make the 
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“carrot” of material difference so large that its elite customers will demonstrate extreme loyalty 
in order to avoid the loss of utility associated with being relegated to a lower level of 
membership (2011).  
 Another industry that utilizes tiered rewards systems is crowdfunding, a form of online 
entrepreneurial financing that raises funds by tapping the general public (Belleflamme, Lambert, 
and Schwienbacher, 2013). While some research suggests that a higher number of tiers is linked 
with better performance, Chen et al. (2016) argues crowdfunding tiers should be minimal, 
simplistic, and tied to meaningful levels of donation categories. Unnecessary addition of tiers 
may cost a company or organization constituents due to choice overload. Rather than quantity of 
tiers, quality of rewards influence donors to crowdfunding campaigns the most. Results from 
their study indicated that campaigns with six-tiered reward levels had the highest percentage of 
fundraising goals met.  
 Similar to the tiered reward systems used in the hotel, airline, and crowdfunding 
industries, college athletic fundraising organizations often structure their giving levels into tiers. 
These tiers are often organized into a benefits chart to provide donors with a visual that lists all 
of the benefit opportunities. Figure 2, the benefit chart used by The Rams Club at the University 
of North Carolina, provides an example of benefits charts used by these organizations (Rams 
Club, 2020). Excluding the student membership, The Rams Club offers 9 annual giving levels 
ranging from $100 to $25,000. Each tier adds at least one new benefit, whether it be the 
opportunity to purchase additional tickets or something tangible like a media guide. One way 
fundraising organizations maximize donations is by leveraging access to season tickets for 
football and men’s basketball. With their historic success of their men’s basketball teams, the 
demand for men’s basketball season tickets at UNC is consistently high. Therefore, The Rams 
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Club implemented a minimum donation requirement to be eligible to purchase those tickets. At 
UNC, a minimum donation of $6,000 a year is required to be eligible to purchase a maximum of 
two men’s basketball season tickets (Rams Club, 2020). Similarly, schools with success-driven 
ticket demand in football often require large donations to be eligible to purchase those tickets. 
However, the required contributions are typically much smaller than those for basketball tickets 
simply because of supply – football stadiums can hold far more fans than basketball arenas.  
 To better serve their members and maximize annual fund revenue, athletics fundraising 
organizations should constantly look to improve their benefit structure – whether that be raising 
prices, adding benefits, adding more level, etc. This research will seek to establish a framework 
for which these organizations should determine the gift amount for their highest giving level, 
which will prove beneficial when looking to restructure. 
 
 




For the purpose of this study, all schools that are full members of an NCAA Division I 
Football Bowl Subdivision conference and sponsor football were considered. Notre Dame is a 
full member of the ACC in all sports but football and was considered for this study. In total, the 
population is 122 schools from the following conferences: American Athletic, Atlantic Coast, 
Big 12, Big Ten, Conference USA, Mid-American, Mountain West, Pac-12, Southeastern, and 
Sun Belt. This segment of schools within college athletics was chosen because of the relationship 
between football and athletic fundraising. Several schools within this population leverage access 
to football season tickets to increase donations to their annual funds. For this study, 112 schools 
were included in the sample. The following schools were excluded either because they do not use 
a tiered reward system or the information was not accessible: Cincinnati, Duke, Oklahoma, 
Oklahoma State, Texas Tech, University of Texas, Kentucky, LSU, Missouri, and Louisiana-
Lafayette. 
 Giving level data were collected from the schools’ fundraising organization websites. 
Three variables were collected from the organizations’ websites: minimum contribution amount 
required for membership, minimum contribution amount to the highest giving level, and total 
number of giving levels. 
 To address RQ1, statistical software program, SPSS, was used to analyze the descriptive 
statistics of the minimum gift amount to the highest giving level for the sample set (n=112). All 
measures of central tendency (mean, median, and mode) and all measures of variance (range, 
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standard deviation, variance) were recorded and examined. To address RQ2, SPSS was used to 
measure the central tendencies for the minimum gift amount to the highest giving level for each 
of the 10 conferences included in the study. 
 In order to answer RQ3, several independent variables were collected to be used in the 
analysis: (a) school enrollment total, (b) median individual income for the closest Metropolitan 
Statistical Area, (c) 2018 total contributions, (d) men’s basketball all-time winning percentage, 
(e) football all-time winning percentage, (f) 2018-19 men’s basketball average game attendance, 
(g) 2018-19 football average game attendance, (h) number of giving levels, (i) national 
university ranking, (j) fan support, (k) amount of subsidy received from campus, (l) private v. 
public status, (m) number of sports sponsored, and (n) 2018 Director’s Cup ranking. Factors 
considered for this study were in part based on previous literature analyzing variables that predict 
the variance in number of tiered reward levels (Lipsey, 2019). School enrollment numbers were 
collected from univstats.com. Median individual income in 2018 for the closest Metropolitan 
Statistical Area was collected from the U.S. Department of Commerce’s Bureau of Economic 
Analysis at bea.gov. Total amount of private contributions for 2018 was collected from the UAS 
Today’s annual NCAA revenues and expenses report at uastoday.com. All-time winning 
percentages and 2018-19 average attendance for men’s basketball and football was collected 
from the NCAA at stats.ncaa.com. Both the raw average attendance number and stadium 
capacity attendance percentage were collected. Both factors were used in the model to determine 
which better explains the variance. The number of giving levels were collected from the schools’ 
fundraising websites. National university ranking was collected from usnews.com. Fan support 
was measured by number of Twitter followers for the schools’ athletics accounts. Subsidy 
amount from the university was collected from The Chronicle of Higher Education at 
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chronicle.com. Subsidy amount included contributions from the university as well as student 
fees. Private or public status and number of sports sponsored were collected from the 
Universities’ websites. Learfield Director’s Cup ranking was collected from the National 
Association of College Directors of Athletics website at nacda.com. Once all of the data was 
collected in Excel, it was imported into an SPSS electronic file to be used for analysis. 
 To address RQ3, a regression analysis was run using SPSS. The dependent variable for the 
analysis was minimum gift amount for the highest giving level. With a sample of n=112, a 
maximum of six independent variables should be used. Regression analysis literature suggests a 
rule of thumb for sample size that only one independent variable should be tested for every 20 
dependent variable observations (Harrell, 2020). Factors were reduced by analyzing the correlation 
coefficients in a correlation matrix as to choose six factors that were not highly correlated with 
each other. The results of the regression analysis indicated whether the variables have a statistically 







 To answer RQ1, descriptive statistics were analyzed using SPSS software. Table 1 
captures the measures of central tendencies and variance for minimum gift amount to the highest 
giving level for NCAA Division I FBS institutions, excluding 10 schools for which data was not 
available (n = 112). Results of the analysis indicate the mean minimum gift amount to the 
highest giving level for the sample is approximately $36,000 (M = $35,817.18, SD = 
$26,258.22). The median and mode for the sample set are both $25,000. The maximum gift 
amount represented in the sample (n = 112) is $100,000 and the minimum gift amount is $250, 
producing a range of $99,750. The standard deviation for the sample is $26,258.22 and the 
variance is 689,494,230.60.  
Table 1  











To answer RQ2, descriptive statistics were analyzed for each of the 10 conferences 
represented in the sample. Measures of central tendencies and variance for minimum gift amount 
to the highest giving level for each conference are listed in Table 2. Of all 10 conferences 
included in the sample, the lowest mean was observed for the Mid-American Conference, which 
produced a mean of approximately $19,000 (M = 18,854.17, SD = 17,216.027). The conference 
with the highest observed mean was the Big 12, which produced a mean of approximately 
$63,000 (M = 62,750, SD = 38232.658). Approximate means for the remaining eight conferences 
were: American Athletic Conference: $44,000 (M = 44,166.67, SD = 24,622.145), Atlantic Coast 
Conference: $47,000 (M = 46,807.93, SD = 21,336.843), Big Ten: $35,000 (M = 34,690.83, SD 
= 15,469.522), Conference USA: $21,000 (M = 20,859.46, SD = 12,969.644), Mountain West: 
$29,000 (M = 28,636.36, SD = 15,015.144), Pac-12: $40,000 (M = 40,250, SD = 12,607.868), 
Southeastern Conference: $40,000 (M = 40,454.55, SD = 39,022.08), and Sun Belt: $26,000 (M 
= 25,500, SD = 29387.261). Medians for the 10 conferences ranged from $15,000 to $67,500. 
Modes represented by the 10 conferences were: $10,000 for C-USA and Sun Belt; $25,000 for 
AAC, ACC, MAC and Mtn. West; $50,000 for Big Ten and Pac-12; and $100,000 for Big 12 
and SEC. Pac-12 had the smallest range of 25,000 and the Big 12 had the largest range of 
95,000. The lowest variance was observed in Conference USA and the highest variance was 
observed in the SEC; however, all conferences yielded a high variance.  
Table 2         














AAC 9 25000 100000 44166.67 30000 25000 75000 24622.145 
ACC 14 25000 100000 46807.93 50000 25000 75000 21336.843 
Big 12 10 5000 100000 62750 67500 100000 95000 38232.658 
Big Ten 12 12500 50000 34690.83 34395 50000 37500 15469.522 
C-USA 13 1750 50000 20859.46 20000 10000 48250 12969.644 
MAC 12 250 50000 18854.17 15000 25000 49750 17216.027 
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Mtn. 
West 11 10000 50000 28636.36 25000 25000 40000 15015.144 
Pac 12 10 25000 50000 40250 50000 50000 25000 12607.868 
SEC 11 2500 100000 40454.55 25000 100000 97500 39022.08 
Sun Belt 10 5000 100000 25500 10000 10000 95000 29387.261 
 
Regression Analysis 
To answer RQ3, a multiple linear regression analysis was conducted using SPSS to 
determine if any of the observed factors had a statistically significant relationship with minimum 
gift amount to the highest giving level. Research literature suggests a rule of thumb that when 
running a regression, a maximum of one independent variable should be included per 15-20 
dependent variable observations (Harrell, 2020). For this study (n = 112), a maximum of 6 
factors were to be included in the regression. To help determine which factors to include, a 
correlation matrix was generated. All 16 independent variables were analyzed in order to 
determine which factors were the most highly correlated. To avoid multicollinearity, variables 
were selected for the regression based on the statistical significance of their correlations. The 
following factors were selected to be included in the preliminary regression: men’s basketball 
winning percentage, 2018 football attendance (raw numbers), number of giving levels, number 
of sponsored sports, conference affiliation, and MSA median income. Descriptive statistics for 
the factors used in the regression are shown in Table 3. 
Table 3    




Minimum $ Amt. 35817.18 26258.222 112 
Conference 5.43 2.805 112 
FB Attendance 39409.62 24328.339 112 
MBB Winning % 0.56152 0.068899 112 
MSA Income 50291.31 12051.749 112 
Giving Levels 8.73 2.228 112 
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Sports 18.29 4.119 112 
 
Tests to see if the data met the assumption of collinearity indicated that multicollinearity 
was not a concern (Conference Code, Tolerance = .887, VIF = 1.128; MBB Winning %, 
Tolerance = .903, VIF = 1.107; Football Attendance, Tolerance = .746, VIF = 1.340; MSA 
Median Income, Tolerance = .927, VIF = 1.079; Giving Levels, Tolerance = .914, VIF = 1.094; 
Number of Sports, Tolerance = .719, VIF = 1.392). Results of the preliminary multiple 
regression revealed that 4 of the factors were statistically significant.  The final regression 
included men’s basketball winning percentage, football attendance, number of giving levels, and 
MSA median income.  Results of the final regression are reflected in Table 4 and indicate that 
these four independent variables are statistically significant in explaining 50.9% of the variance 
in minimum gift amount to the highest giving level (F (4,105) = 27.174, p < .005, R2=.713). 
These variables included men’s basketball winning percentage (t = 3.418, p = .001), football 
attendance (t = 3.268, p = .001), number of giving levels (t = 8.11, p = <.005), and MSA median 
income (t = 2.134, p = .035). The data also met the assumption of non-zero variances (MBB 
Winning %, Variance = .005; Football Attendance, Variance = 591868056; MSA Median 
Income, Variance = 170348142.9; Giving Levels, Variance = 4.963).  
According to the results of the multiple regression, this model suggests that for every 1 
percent increase in men’s basketball winning percentage, minimum gift amount increases by 
approximately $900 (Beta = 90072.386, t (111) = 3.418, p = .001) when all other factors are 
equal. For each additional 1,000 fans in attendance at football games, the model suggests that 
minimum gift amount would increase by $243 (Beta = 0.243, t (111) = 3.268, p = .001) when all 
other factors are equal. For each additional giving level, the model suggests that minimum gift 
amount should increase by $6,662 when all other factors are equal (Beta = 6662.055, t (111) = 
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8.41, p < .05). For each $100 increase in MSA median income, the model suggests that minimum 
gift amount should increase by $28.60 (Beta = 0.286, t (111) = 2.134, p = .035) if all other 
factors are equal.  
Table 4      
Multiple Regression Analysis     





Beta t Sig. 
(Constant) -97674.261 17172.265  -5.688 0.000 
MBB Winning % 90072.386 26348.962 0.242 3.418 0.001 
FB Attendance 0.243 0.074 0.230 3.268 0.001 
Giving Levels 6662.055 792.024 0.579 8.411 0.000 
MSA Median 
Income 0.286 0.134 0.146 2.134 0.035 


















Summary and Implications 
The purpose of this study was to provide a framework for how college athletics 
fundraising organizations that use tiered giving levels should price the minimum gift amount 
required for their highest tier. Prior to this study, no research existed analyzing how the highest 
giving level should be determined, which suggests that schools based these decisions by 
following peer institutions rather than making an evidence-based decision. As the cost of college 
tuition and attendance continues to rise, fundraising organizations must raise more money in 
order to continue to meet the needs for student-athlete scholarships. In order to do so, these 
organizations should regularly asses their tiered rewards structure to ensure that they continue to 
incentivize donors to increase giving. As such, attention should be given to determining the price 
and accompanying benefits for the highest giving level as these donors have the potential to 
contribute a significant percentage of total annual fund dollars. For example, at The Rams Club 
at The University of North Carolina, the highest giving level is $25,000. The Rams Club has 
approximately 70 donors at this level, yielding $1.75M for the annual fund. For fiscal year 2019, 
The Rams Club’s annual fund goal was $14M. Therefore, donors at the highest level contributed 
12.5% of their total annual fund goal (L. Dawson, personal communication, June 7, 2020).  
To build this framework, data was collected from giving level benefit charts for all 
schools within the NCAA Division I FBS for which information was available. Number of 
giving levels, minimum gift amount to join, and minimum gift amount for the highest giving 
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level were recorded. Of note, some of the schools in this sample featured tiers within the tier for 
the highest giving level, offering sub-categories for the highest giving level. For example, at 
Oklahoma State University, the highest giving level, the Cowboy VIP, starts at $16,500. 
However, within the Cowboy VIP level, there are the 1-Star, 2-Star, 3-Star, 4-Star and 5-Star 
levels, which are $16,500, $25,000, $50,000, $75,000, and $100,000 respectively. All of these 
five levels receive the same benefits and are eligible to purchase the same number of tickets as 
listed on the benefits chart; however, there is an indication that “additional exclusive benefits 
may be granted based on Cowboy VIP star level (OSU Posse, 2020). For the purpose of this 
study, the minimum amount listed for that level was recorded, but a note was made regarding 
which schools featured this additional option in their pricing structure.  
Descriptive statistics reveal that the most common minimum gift amount to the highest 
giving level for the sample was $25,000, with 26 schools reporting this amount as the highest 
level on their benefits chart (n = 112). This was the most popular minimum gift amount for the 
highest giving level for four of 10 conferences that were included: AAC, ACC, MAC, and 
Mountain West. However, not close behind, 25 schools in the sample featured a $50,000 
minimum for their highest giving level (n = 112). The median and mode for the sample set were 
both $25,000 indicating that the distribution curve is positively skewed. The smallest minimum 
gift amount observed in the sample was $250 at the University at Buffalo. This amount is $750 
less than the next smallest amount, which was $1,000 at Kent State. Only four schools in the 
sample listed a minimum gift amount for the highest giving level of less than $5,000. Compared 
to the market, these schools have underpriced their highest tiers and should consider increasing 
their minimums as a way to generate additional revenue. The highest minimum gift amount 
observed in the sample was $100,000 which was the listed minimum gift amount to the highest 
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giving level for 10 schools: Cincinnati, Duke, Oklahoma, Oklahoma State, Texas Tech, 
University of Texas, Kentucky, LSU, Missouri, and Louisiana-Lafayette. With this amount being 
represented by nearly 10% of the sample, it supports the theory that schools price their tiers 
based on the structures of their peers, since there is not an outlier that is significantly higher that 
any of its peers (Lipsey, 2019). 
Assessing the descriptive statistics per conference shows that overall, conferences in the 
Power 5 had higher means than Group of 5 conferences. The average of the means for the Power 
5 conferences was approximately $45,000 whereas the average of means for the Group of 5 
conferences was approximately $28,000. There are many factors that could potentially explain 
why Power 5 minimums are higher than Group of 5. Overall, Group of 5 schools are smaller and 
not as profitable as those in the Power 5 (Harden, 2019). Consequently, the Power 5 schools 
typically have larger fan bases. According to the data for fan support, the average number of 
Twitter followers for Power 5 schools’ athletics department accounts is 173,000, whereas the 
average for the Group of 5 is 40,000. Larger fan bases create larger demands for tickets and 
ticket purchasing eligibility is often tied into a required donation as schools are able to leverage 
their tickets with required gifts (Gladden et al., 2005). Donor motivation studies have found that 
donors to college athletics are highly motivated by season-ticket benefits (Mahoney et al., 2003). 
In addition to tickets, Power 5 schools are also able to offer more exclusive benefits for members 
of their higher giving levels that those of Group of 5 schools. For example, donors may be 
invited to coaches’ events or offered the opportunity to watch a football game from the sidelines. 
These types of benefits carry a higher value at Power 5 schools because of the accessibility. Fans 
typically do not have access to interact with coaches or watch from the sidelines at a football 
game. However, at smaller schools, these opportunities tend to be more accessible.  
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 Results of the multiple linear regression revel that 51% of the variance in minimum gift 
amount to the highest giving level can be explained by four of the market factors used in the 
analysis: football attendance, men’s basketball winning percentage, number of giving levels, and 
MSA median income. The results suggest a positive effect between all four factors and minimum 
gift amount to the highest giving level. Preliminary regressions revealed that many of the other 
factors included in the study were not predictive of minimum gift amount and thus were not 
included in the final model. These factors included: 2019 total dollars raised, football winning 
percentage, men’s basketball attendance, school enrollment, national ranking, fan support, 
subsidy amount, private or public school, number of sports, and Director’s Cup ranking. Despite 
the idea that schools with higher levels would generate more money, 2019 total dollars raised 
was not found to be statistically significant in the model. This finding supports Lipsey’s (2019) 
study which analyzed pricing structures and found that schools that received the most 
contributions did not have the highest prices per tier.  
 As previously discussed, football attendance could affect minimum gift amount for many 
reasons, but the most likely would be the supply and demand of tickets. Most fundraising 
organizations are set up on a priority point system where points are awarded for donations. These 
points are then used to rank donors for ticket purposes, with the higher-ranking donors having 
the better ticket options. If football attendance is high, that means there is a strong demand for 
tickets and thus, donors will need to pay up to get the best seats. Fundraising organizations are 
able to capitalize on donors’ motivations for tickets, thus are able to raise their giving levels 
because there is a demand for the product, which in this case would be accessibility to tickets. 
Similarly, men’s basketball winning percentage could also affect minimum gift amount for the 
highest giving level because success tends to drive demand (Sigelman & Bookheimer, 1983). 
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Therefore, the teams with the highest all-time winning percentages are typically going to be the 
teams that see a steady high demand for tickets year after year. Many schools with historically 
successful men’s basketball programs include men’s basketball ticket purchasing options with 
their highest giving levels. For example, at Duke and UNC, the highest giving level includes the 
opportunity to purchase 4 men’s basketball season tickets and because of the priority points 
earned for the contribution, these seats will be better than those of ticket purchasers at any of the 
lower levels. Donor motivation literature suggests that the motivations of donors to college 
athletics are primarily transactional, which indicates that donors expect to receive something of 
value in return for their donation (Mahoney et al., 2003). If their desire for specific benefits is 
strong enough, donors will be willing to pay up for them. Therefore, in an effort to maximize 
revenue, fundraising organizations should invest in determining the maximum amount that 
donors are willing to pay for specific benefits and use that information when determining the 
price for their highest giving level. 
 The model also suggests a positive relationship between number of giving levels and 
minimum gift amount for the highest tier. Based on the data from the sample, the average 
number of giving levels for schools with the highest minimum gift amount for the highest giving 
level was 11. With a higher number of giving levels, either the range within the levels must not 
be very great or the higher levels must be more expensive. Therefore, if an organization has 16 
levels, like Duke, the highest giving level will likely be much higher than the mean of the 
sample. Duke’s highest giving level requires a gift of $100,000, whereas the mean for the sample 
was approximately $36,000. While many schools did have more than 10 giving levels, that may 
not be the most effective structure as research suggests that it is not the quantity of tiers, but 
rather the quality of benefits that drives the consumer. Additionally, the research suggests that 
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unnecessary addition of tiers may cost a company or organization constituents due to choice 
overload (Chen et al, 2016). For these reasons, fundraising organizations should simplify their 
benefits charts by choosing an appropriate minimum level and maximum level and then filling in 
levels from there.  
 The last factor that was found to be predictive of the variance in minimum gift amount to 
the highest giving level was MSA median income. For this factor, the median individual income 
in 2018 was collected for the closest metropolitan statistical area for each school in the sample. 
Statistically significant results for this factor support the idea that residents in more affluent areas 
have more disposable income to donate to places like athletics development organizations or 
spend on entertainment like attending college sporting events. The results suggest that minimum 
gift amount to the highest level will be higher in MSA areas with a higher individual income 
because more people in the area are able and willing to spend the money.  
 To further explain the model that was created in this study, data was used for schools that 
were not included in the model in order to determine what their minimum gift amount to the 
highest giving level should be based on the model. Unstandardized beta was used to determine 
the amount by which each independent variable affected the dependent variable. Data for UCF 
and Alabama were used because they were excluded from the sample due to accessibility of 
giving level data. To determine the suggested minimum gift amount, data were used for the 
schools’ men’s basketball winning percentage, football attendance, MSA median income and 
number of sports. Since giving level data was not accessible for these schools, the mean number 
of giving levels for each school’s respective conference was used. According to the model, 
minimum gift amount to the highest giving level should increase by $900 for every 1 percent 
increase in men’s basketball winning percentage (B = 90072.386), $243 for every 1,000 fans for 
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average football attendance (B = 0.243), $6,662 for each additional giving level (B = 6662.055), 
and $28.60 for every $100 increase in MSA median income (B = 0.286).  To determine the 
suggested minimum gift amount for these two schools based on the model, their data was 
inputted for each of the four factors in order to determine the total amount to add to the constant 
(-97,674). The model suggests that the minimum gift amount to the highest giving level for The 
University of Alabama should be approximately $46,000. This amount is just above the mean of 
$40,000 for the SEC (M = 40,454), but fits within the range of the conference. The model 
suggests that the minimum gift amount to the highest giving level for The University Central 
Florida should be approximately $42,000, which is slightly below the mean of $44,000 for the 
AAC (M = 44,167). Based on how these two suggested minimum gift amounts are very close to 
the mean for their respective conferences, it could be suggested that this model be used by 
schools to determine an appropriate minimum gift amount for their highest giving level.  
Limitations and Future Research 
 Though this study did yield significant findings, there were limitations to the research. 
First, the final regression model did not explain the total variance in minimum gift amount to the 
highest giving level, as the R2 value was .509, meaning that about 50 percent of the variance was 
not explained by the model. Additionally, this study was limited to four variables in the final 
model due to the size of the sample (n = 112). A total of 16 factors were collected, but 
ultimately, only six were selected for the model. To increase the sample size to include more 
factors, giving level data could be collected for multiple years; however, many schools do not 
change their giving levels from year to year.  It is possible that different combinations of 
variables could have yielded a higher R2 value, and thus would have explained a greater 
percentage of the variance. Additionally, some of the data that was intended to be collected was 
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not accessible. For example, the number of living alumni could not be found from a credible 
source for all schools that were included in the study. There are many additional factors that 
could be included in future research, such as: number of donors for each giving level, number of 
development staff, football and men’s basketball post season appearances, and benefits 
associated with the giving level.  
 Another limitation of this study is that it only looked at schools in the NCAA Division I 
FBS. Schools outside of the FBS also have development organizations that use similar tiered 
reward systems and their data could have contributed to the findings of this study. However, for 
the purpose of this study, FBS schools were chosen because of the close relationship between 
football and athletic giving. Additionally, 10 schools within the FBS were excluded from the 
study due to lack of access to giving level information. These schools either did not have a 
benefit chart or giving levels listed on their websites or do not use tiered rewards systems. 
Another limitation of this study was the accessibility of financial information for private schools. 
Since private schools are not required to share their financial information, fundraising totals for 
these schools were not accessible and thus left out of the analysis.  
 One way to build on this research would be to collect data for the number of donors at 
each giving level for all the schools in the sample. This data could be used to analyze the 
percentage of the membership at each level in order to determine how the percentage of donors 
at the highest giving level compares to the percentages for the other levels and also to peer 
institutions. If the percentage of donors at the highest level is significantly lower than that of peer 
institutions, it may suggest that that school has overpriced their highest giving level. Another 
interesting concept to look into would be to quantify the benefits associated with the highest 
giving level to determine which schools offer the best value. This would be an interesting topic 
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to research specifically because of the abundance of existing research that suggests how highly 
motivated donors are for exclusive benefits.  
Conclusion 
 This study’s main contribution is determining the possibility to use data to appropriately 
price the highest giving level for college athletic fundraising organizations. Additionally, it 
provides a landscape for comparing pricing to other schools within the FBS by analyzing 
descriptive statistics for minimum gift amount per conference. Since schools seem to price their 
structures based on their peers, this research provides fundraising organizations with a reference 
for how they compare within their conference and the greater FBS. Results of this study could 
help fundraising organizations to more appropriately price their highest giving level, which could 
generate additional revenue for the organization. This is important because athletic departments 
rely on annual fund revenue to provide scholarships for student athletes. Currently, very few 
athletic departments operate out of the red. This means that there is not additional revenue to 
cover the cost of scholarships in the event that annual fund revenue does not cover the bill. As 
schools continue to face financial hardships, many athletic departments are met with the tough 
decision to cut non-revenue sports. In order to maximize revenue to the annual fund, athletic 
fundraising organizations should strive to price their giving levels based on data. If the highest 
giving level is underpriced, schools could be missing out on potential revenue that donors would 
be willing to give. If the highest giving level is overpriced, schools could be missing out on 
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